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ThelLast Days
(Not rated)

February 12, 1999

A documentary featuring Rep. Tom Lantos, Alice Lok Cahan and Renee
Firestone. Produced by June Beallor, Ken Lipper and Steven Spielberg's
Survivorsof the Shoah Visual History Foundation. Directed by James
Moll. Running time: 88 minutes. No MPAA rating (too intense for
younger children).

BY ROGER EBERT

The Holocaust is so overwhelming that it threatensliterally to become
unthinkable--to become an abstraction of evil. "The Last Days" and
other documentaries make it real by telling some of the countless small
storiesthat make up thelarger ones. To say that 6 million died isone
thing. To listen to a woman's memories of her girlhood, when she hid
from her father in a Nazi death camp because she wanted to spare them
both the sight of each other --and how their eyes nevertheless met for a
last time as he was mar ched to hisdeath--isanother thing altogether.

Steven Spielberg's Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation is
engaged in making a record of as many such memories as can be
recorded from those who saw the tragedy with their own eyes. The
eventual goal is 50,000 taped interviews. "The Last Days'" featuresfive of
those survivors, and others, telling their own stories. It focuses on the last
year of the war, when Adolf Hitler, already defeated and with his
resour ces running out, revealed the depth of hisracial hatred by
diverting men and suppliesto the task of exterminating Hungary's Jews.
At that late point, muses one of the witnessesin thisfilm, couldn't the
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Nazis havejust stopped? Used their resources wherethey were needed
for thewar effort? Even gotten some ""brownie points' by ending the
death camps?

No, because for the fanatic it isthefixed idea, not the daily reality, that
obsesses the mind. Those apologists like the British historian David
Irving, who argue that Hitler was not per sonally awar e of many details of
the Holocaust, are hard pressed to explain why his military mind could
approve using the dwindling resour ces of a bankrupt army to Kill still
mor e innocent civilians.

In Spielberg's "Schindler'sList" there arethe famous shots of thelittle
girl inthered coat (in afilm otherwise shot in black and white). Her coat
actsasa marker, allowing usto follow the fate of one among millions.
“TheLast Days," directed by JamesMall, isin away all about red coats-
-about a handful of survivors, and what happened to them.

Onedescribesthe Nazis' brutality toward children, and says, "That's
when | stopped talkingto God."" Another, Renee Firestone, confrontsthe
evasive Dr. Hans Munch, who was acquitted in war crimestrials; his
defense wasthat he spared the lives of some prisoners by conducting

har mless medical experiments on them. But Firestone believes he was
responsible for the death of her sister Klara, and when he grows vaguein
his answer s, she grows angry. Anyone who worked in adeath camp has
much to be vague about.

Thereisanother passage where a woman, now around 70, remembers
instructions to Hungarian Jewsto gather up their belongingsfor atrip by
train. Shetook along a precious bathing suit, one she was looking
forward to wearing at the pool as any teenage girl might, and as she
describes the fate of that suit, and of herself and her family, we hear a
lifelong regret: In a moment, she was denied the kind of silly, carefree
time ateenage girl deserves.

Thereisafinal passage of joy that affected me with the same kind of
emotional uplift asdid the closing scenesin ~"Schindler'sList."” We have
met during thefilm the only Holocaust survivor to be elected to the U.S.
Congress--Rep. Tom Lantos (D-Calif.), whose wifeis also a survivor.
Both lost all of the members of their families. But they had two
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daughters, who came to them with the promise of a gift: They would have
alot of children. And then thereisa shot of the Lantos family and their
17 grandchildren.

That scene providesrelease after a harrowing journey. The movie
contains footage of the survivors asthey looked on the day their camps
were liberated by the Allies--walking skeletons, whose eyes bear mute
witnessto horror. And the film has angry memories of an after math. One
witness, an American soldier, describes shooting an unarmed German
dead in cold blood, after being spat at. The film doesn't follow up on the
implications of that, and because we can under stand hisrage, perhapswe
let it go. But | feel the film should have either left out that memory or
dealt with it. The soldier waswrong, for the same reason the Holocaust
was wrong.

The Holocaust isthe most tragic and deadly outbur st of the once-useful,
now-danger ous human trait of tribalism, in which we are right and you
are wrong because we arewe, and you are not. In recent yearsin Serbia,
in Africa, in Cambodia, in Northern Ireland, the epidemicisalive and
well. Just the other day, in Israel, Orthodox Jewish students booed and
insulted visiting Reform rabbiswho hoped to pray at the Western Wall,
and the New York Timesreported that some of the attackers ~ screamed
that the rabbis should "go back to Germany,' to be exter minated, one
explained later." Any belief that does not allow otherstheright to believe
something elseis based more on fear than on faith. If that isnot the lesson
of the Holocaust, then what has been learned?
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